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Hongersnoden in het Soviettijdperk
Nicolas Werth
Translation : Jennie Malcolm
1 As the historian James Mace has correctly written,  the Soviet  famines of  1931-1933
which struck many regions of the U S S R (especially Ukraine, Kazakhstan and regions
of the Volga), were an unprecedented catastrophe in which meteorology played merely
a  tiny  part.  These  were  “man-made  famines”,  a  direct  consequence  of  a  policy  of
extreme violence – forced collectivization campaigns – implemented by the Stalinist
regime in 1930. As a direct consequence of a specific policy, but obviously not predicted
and much less “programmed”, famine was,  in Ukraine and the Kuban - and only in
these regions – intentionally worsened from the autumn of 1932 by Stalin’s unshakable
will  to  break,  by  the  weapon  of  hunger,  the  particularly  stubborn  resistance  of
Ukrainian peasants, and also of a number of Ukrainian communists, to collectivization
and excessive levies on crops.
2 Denied by the Soviet authorities until the disappearance of the U S S R, famine in post-
Soviet Ukraine has become not only a major object of study, but a central element of
the new Ukrainian national identity. In 2006, the Ukrainian Parliament declared the
Holodomor  “genocide  against  the  Ukrainian  people”.  For  most  historians  of  the
Ukraine, three major elements constitute the crime of genocide: the confiscation of all
food supplies  of  the  peasants  for  three  critical  months  (late  1932–early  1933);  the
embargo  of  the  starvation  campaigns  from  late  January 1933,  and  proof  of
intentionality.  This  was  produced  by  documents  signed  by  Stalin,  notably  his
instructions from 1 January 1933,  calling for  intensified confiscation and repression
against the peasants, and those of 22 January 1933, initiating the blockade of starving
villages.
3 If we accept this qualification, it should however be emphasized that the Holodomor
was very  different  from the Holocaust.  It  did  not  propose  the  extermination of  all
Ukrainians  (approximately  12%  of  the  Ukrainian  population  – perhaps  3,5 million
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people – died of starvation during the famine). It did not rest on the direct killing of the
victims. It was motivated and prepared on the basis of a political rationality and not on
ethnic  or  racial  grounds  (if  the  Ukrainians  constituted  85-90 %  of  the  victims,  the
famine  did  not  spare  the  German,  Polish  and  Jewish  minorities).  However,  in  the
number  of  its  victims,  the  Holodomor,  placed  in  its  historical  context,  is  the  only
European event of the twentieth century that can be compared to two other genocides:
the Armenian genocide and the Holocaust.
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